JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. THE subject on which, as students of biblical literature, we are all engaged in common is Spiritual Evolution. Our field is the invisible creation. Behind the process which issues in the physical universe, with physical man as its highest known development, has ever been that coincident process which issues in the world of thought and feeling; on its subjective side consciousness, on its objective, literature. As the geologist studies the petrified remains of extinct physical life, constructing a vastly broadened science of biology on the basis of palkeontology, so the student of a broader psychology learns past phases of the human consciousness by its surviving literature. Man's interpretation of himself, of his surroundings, past and present, and his aspirations and outreachings toward the source and end of both -these formations of the spirit at various stages in the history of the race are, as it were, petrified in the literature of the past. In the ideas of a bygone age we have something besides the bare record of events to extend the range of our vision. These reproduce for us more or less imperfectly a world which left no impress of itself on photographic plate or phonographic cylinder. They show us the spiritual man at various stages of his development into the likeness of his Creator. We seek to know man as he will be when the Power that informs the material creation with its spiritual content and impels its course has fully accomplished its design. For practical and scientific purposes alike there can be no higher goal of science than the man that is to be, at the culmination of the spiritual creation; for he is the revealer, the Logos of God. We would know him in his relation to the Creative Power, a "power that makes for righteousness," says one of the greatest of literary critics. " We know not what we shall be," says a greater than he, "but now are we the children of God, and when He is manifested we know that we shall be like Him,
for we shall see Him as He is." But all foresight depends on knowledge of the past; therefore we have no alternative but to study ancient thought; only we shall study it as a segment in a continuous process, committed, as we are, to evolution by the very genius of the literature we deal with, before the word had any meaning to the student of outward nature.
But there are vital differences which distinguish our study from that of the palaeontologist, aside from those of subject-matter. For one thing, the process of physical evolution, to the study of which the biologist gives himself, holds out no prospect of further and higher development. However fascinating the interest attaching to the question by what stages of change physical man came to be what he is in the physical world, the process has clearly reached its conclusion. However angelic we may become in disposition, our remotest descendants will wear no wings nor ride on centaurs. With the spiritual creation it is different. Here all is change. Our very discontent means moral incompleteness. The process of sociological development, millenniums old as it is, has scarcely begun. No limit can be foreseen to intellectual and moral progress for humanity, individually and as a social order. Even the ideals we can conceive tend almost as much to depress us by their remoteness from present attainment as they inspire and exalt us by their sublimity. Thus, contrary to popular opinion, physical science is but indirectly serviceable, whereas the study of spiritual biology is directly practical, because it concerns itself with the actual, present progress of evolution.
Again, the material of the palaeontologist is preserved to him by accident. Where some quicksand engulfed the mammoth, where frost preserved, or happy accident petrified and brought again to view the fossil denizen of the past, he finds the data for his new Book of Genesis. We students of literature also have our vast losses to regret; but not at the hands of undiscriminating nature. The products of human thought and feeling which have perished, have perished largely because they deserved that fate. The literature which has come down represents, on the whole, a survival of the fittest, and this is preeminently true in the case of religious literatures, which have undergone the slow, sifting process of canonization. What was found in actual experience of synagogue and church, as read from week to week in public assembly, to furnish real spiritual nourishment, that, on the whole, became canonical. Beyond all other literatures the canonical, beyond all canonical literatures the biblical, represents a process of selection. In one sense we may call it " natural," since it was but partly conscious and reasoned; in another it was more like the artificial selection of the naturalist, since adaptation to the needs of the religious consciousness was the touchstone of fitness. In still another sense we can only do justice to the history of the formation of the canon by calling it a process of divine selection. For we cannot but recognize that there is no one Author of this group of survivals from the religious consciousness of the past which we call the Bible, save that Being who, having already revealed himself in the completer evolution of the physical world, has been, and is now, revealing himself in an advancing spiritual creation.
The study of biblical literature from the historical or evolutionary standpoint reveals itself thus as a kind of spiritual palkeontology. Seen in this light, not disconnected from our present religious consciousness, but in vital continuity with it, more of its real value and significance appears. Surely the deepest thing in man is his religion. If we wish to express the idea that some pursuit or ambition has absorbed a man's entire vitality and become the formative principle of his being, we say, " He has made a religion of it," " It is his religion." The history of religious thought, therefore, disregarding or eliminating all that is mere cant, tradition, convention, unreality, --the history of living religious thought is the history of human life at its very core and centre, the science of sciences, more practical and at the same time more profound than any other. If there is anything that supremely characterizes the biblical science of our day, it is, it seems to me, this new significance which historical method, imbued with the doctrine of evolution, has lent it. We treat biblical thought as a segment of the spiritual evolutionary process. So with the student of spiritual evolution. There are stages of tremendous acceleration in the growth, there are others in which it may appear stationary, or even retrograde, but none can be properly studied in dissociation from the rest. The curve of spiritual life might conceivably be a closed curve; practically all we know of it suggests rather the hyperbola. Whatever its form, whether continuously progressive, or ultimately stationary or decadent, it must be studied sub specie ceternitatis. Whether we are engaged upon the first emergence of the religious and moral consciousness of Israel in ancient war-song, ballad-lore, myth, and folk-tale, on the Yahwistic reformation under the successors of Elijah, on the moral awakening of Amos and Isaiah, the priestly and nomistic schools of the post-exilic age, the full flowering of Hebrew religious thought in the Baptist, Jesus and the apostolic age, or those later times which Jesus himself teaches us to regard as times of still greater illumination through the Spirit of Truth; every period must be studied as part of a continuous whole, unintelligible, or positively misleading, when dissociated from that which went before and that which follows after. The whole, and only the whole, is the Logos of God. And the same principle of continuity, which forbids us to draw hard and fast lines between this period and that of Hebrew development, interposing here and there "centuries of silence " in the self-revelation of God, reminds us also that he hath not left himself without a witness in any age or among any people. That principle which forbids us to renew the ever fruitless attempt to draw sharp lines between this biblical book and that, forbids us equally to discriminate this literature and that, as wholly inspired or wholly uninspired, according to the mere hall-marks of canonicity.
There has ceased to be to-day even a pricking of the ears as I utter this disparagement of artificial boundaries to the revelation of God in literature, because in proportion as we have ceased to depend on convention or dogma in support of the uniqueness of the Hebrew and Christian canon as a whole, in equal or even greater degree has the needlessness of such support become manifest. It is not only that the historical interpreter finds significance in every stage of the religious consciousness, sometimes the very greatest significance in those stages which are crudest and most immature. That is already a commonplace. It is that in proportion as we learn in each author to distinguish mere forms of conception and expression, necessarily distinctive of the particular age and environment, from the inmost kernel of truth, which constitutes his essential didactic purpose, and which alone gave his message its permanent vitality, we learn to think more humbly of modern wisdom in comparison with the wisdom of the past. The sophomore begins his reading of Plato with the feeling that in that remote past philosophic thought was in its infancy. He has a sense of condescension toward pre-Copernican forms of thought, as if the men who contemplated the universe from such a mistaken standpoint must be incapacitated for really enlightened thinking on ulterior questions. As he goes on he learns better. He begins to see that the highest questions can be approached, and have been approached, in the very childhood of the world, by truly great minds, from a base-line of very limited physical science. As he begins to realize how crude the physical science of to-day is likely to appear two thousand years hence, he is blessed with the heaven-born suspicion that, as compared with the measurements made upon the basis of that limited parallax, the base-line of known fact to-day is only infinitesimally larger than it was in Plato's day. Lastly, when he learns for how many ages even in Plato's day men of a logical power by no means inferior to his own had already turned the telescope of the mind upon these ultimate questions of man and his source and destiny, the nature and meaning of the universe, he is likely to reach an attitude of mind more nearly the reverse of that with which he began. He will be disposed to regard the current thought of his own age, all eaten up with vanity over a few pitiful discoveries in geology, chemistry, astro-physics and astronomy, as crude and immature, and that of Plato, Aristotle, and Lucretius as incomparably greater.
Something similar results when we cease to put a foolish emphasis upon the mere forms of conception and expression to which biblical teachers and writers were confined by the necessities of their age and environment. It really argues nothing but childishness and sophomoric conceit to think the unique greatness of Moses and the prophets will be endangered unless they can be shown not to have contradicted some of our little store of modern fact and discovery. It is like correcting the spelling of Chaucer to wish to make Moses and the prophets conform to modern science. They would have granted us our poor little points of superiority, and welcome. And then they would have returned to the great eternal principles with which they dealt, as a Herschel might avail himself of the extra seconds of arc modern telescopic apparatus would enable him to measure in parallax in calculating the distance of a fixed star.
But since I am speaking of a change only partially accomplished, let me take an instance in point. The testimony of the first century is unanimous in representing it as the belief not only of the apostles, I cannot but think the author of the fourth gospel shows a deeper, truer, because so much freer, loyalty to the teaching of Jesus than these interpreters; for had he deemed it a sine qua non of discipleship to accept the ipsissima verba of Jesus on this subject, or on that of demonic possession, I cannot imagine his having become or remained a Christian. On these points he frankly takes leave to differ. Had the chiliastic mode of thought of the apocalyptic writer with whom tradition has so strangely identified him been the only type tolerated in the church of his time, men of his way of thinking would have been forced into the ranks of Gnosticism. The fourth gospel is of far greater value to us as an illustration of the latitude and freedom from the bondage of transmitted form available where the true spirit of Christ yet reigns, than it could possibly be as a mere adjunct to historical tradition. It is indeed characteristic of Jesus to emancipate himself from the conventional modes of Jewish religious thought, like a Samson bursting the new cords of hemp, the instant they are seen to lay fetters upon the deeper, diviner principles which are part of his intuition of God and moral right. We know that Jesus would not have hesitated to discard any of the ideas of catastrophic eschatology he had been brought up in, if they were seen to conflict with the real purpose of his Father. He would not have spared them any more than he hesitated to throw down the barriers of particularism or Sabbatarianism, when the supplication and faith of some Syrophoenician, or some lost sheep of the house of Israel, appealed to him as indicative of the Father's will. The question whether he actually did discard them is another matter; a question for the historical critic and exegete. It depends on whether the apocalyptic eschatology in which Jesus had been brought up would necessarily appear to him inconsistent with that developmental mode of the divine working which he undeniably does appeal to in nature. The matter of practical importance is to establish and, like the fourth evangelist, ourselves live up to the principle that freedom from all restraint of tradition and convention, where opposed to his direct apprehension of God's will, is characteristic of Jesus. This recognized, our freedom is guaranteed. Departure from Jesus' special opinions is seen to be compatible with absolute loyalty to him as a teacher. But as historical interpreters we should recognize that wise conservatism was also characteristic of him. Iconoclasm is the last thing we should attribute to him. We are rather surprised to see how long he clings to the old faiths and forms of his childhood, even after it would seem to us they must have begun to seem " a creed outworn." This latter seems to me to determine the question of fact, even at the cost of our being compelled to differ from Jesus' opinion, -let me rather say, from that traditional opinion of his time which his growth in wisdom and knowledge had not yet given him occasion to discard. Why, indeed, should we adduce his example for talking an obsolete apocalyptic eschatology any mote than for talking Aramaic?
So far as I can trace the facts, there does not appear to be one scintilla of evidence that the catastrophic eschatology of current Judaism was felt by Jesus to be in any way incongruous with his message as a whole. On the contrary, it seems to me to indicate that, if anything, he laid heavier stress than before on just this element of apocalyptic thought, -that the great judgment and consummation of all things was surely and immediately at hand. The very comparisons cited as evidence of the contrary are confirmatory of this view, when understood in their context and didactic purpose. We need take in illustration no more than the one instance supremely relied upon by those who think he took an exclusively developmental I have digressed in order to make clear a truth complementary to that already expressed in the comparison of biblical study to spiritual palaeontology. It is so easy to overrate the difference made by a few centuries of additional knowledge and discovery, so hard to realize the maturity of thought of two thousand years ago and upwards on the fundamental ideas of morality and religion, that the very word palaeontology is utterly out of place. Disencumber the teaching of the New Testament of that which its own authors, if they lived to-day, would admit to belong not to the substance, but only to the form, and New Testament thought represents not the past, but the present; not an incomplete stage in spiritual evolution, but the completest and most perfect within our observation. We must admit the principle of evolution ; we gladly avail ourselves of it in the spiritual creation; but we must beware of assuming that because intellectual progress along certain lines has been comparatively rapid during the last twentyfive centuries, the moral and religious consciousness has outgrown the stage of eighteen hundred years ago. It might not be scientific to say: " The moral and religious consciousness of man reached its limit in Jesus of Nazareth. His conception of man in his relation to God and his fellow-man, under the forms of sonship and brotherhood, represents absolute religion." It might be better, with the fourth evangelist, to give full swing to the principle of spiritual progress, and say, "It doth not yet appear what we shall be." Only, while geology and astro-physics combine to unroll before us the inconceivable aeons which mark the stages of physical evolution, let us not make the mistake of imagining the greater spiritual creation going on about us to be the product of a few centuries. In the real principles of his teaching Jesus belongs to our own time. Christian thought is modern thought. Religious literature in general must be classed as either preliminary or as subsidiary to that which reveals his consciousness of God and man. There are foothills nearer and more remote, on this side and on that; but it bespeaks a loss of perspective, an exaggeration of that which owes its seeming greatness to mere proximity, to talk of subsequent religious or philosophical systems as if they evinced a spiritual consciousness comparable with this great fact of the spiritual creation. To imagine that the literature in which Jesus' consciousness of man's relation to God is embodied may lose its authority and uniqueness, may suffer eclipse under the brightness of some modern luminary, unless we continue to deck it out with the attributes of a mechanical inerrancy and up-to-dateness, is to prove one's self in the sophomoric stage of appreciation.
Fellow-students of biblical literature, I have tried for a few moments to view our common subject-matter from the truly modern standpoint, the standpoint of a theistic, Christian evolution, which sees in the religious consciousness of Jesus of Nazareth the climax of the spiritual creation of God, and therefore treats all biblical literature, all literature, all history, all science, as subsidiary to the knowledge of him. We deliberately take this position, not as enthusiasts or bigots but as scientists, because we are persuaded, with a certain apostle, that the " God who," at the beginning of his physical creation, "caused the light to shine out of the darkness, hath shined forth," now at the beginning of his spiritual creation, " in our hearts, to give the light of" a more splendid science, " the knowledge of the glory of God, in the face of Jesus Christ." Whether the manhood here revealed is the ultimate and absolute, or whether it be possible to conceive an ideal of manhood transcending the life that is hid with Christ in God, is a question which we may leave without misgivings of faith to the systematic theologians. As students of biblical literature it is for us to utilize the revelation of God as the spiritual Creator recorded in the past, and to view it as evidence of his purpose for the future. The point of view will seem narrow only to those who are not in touch with the true spirit of evolution.
If, then, I have defined with reasonable correctness the point of view of the modern biblical scholar, it should not be impossible to sketch in outline his general plan of campaign. His ultimate design is to understand the moral and religious consciousness of Jesus in its true historical perspective, as an organic vital part of that which went before, was contemporary with it, and followed after it. No man can do Jesus of Nazareth the simplest historical justice, who does not admit that he would have refused the rdle of Messiah, if he had not felt in some way qualified to carry it to a successful issue. The number of unbiassed scholars who maintain that the alternative was never presented to him is in our day fortunately on the brink of dis- Shall we solve the problem? Not in one generation nor in two, but progressively as we engage in it we shall be penetrating more and more deeply into the supreme mystery of the spiritual evolution that is moving on around us, "the mystery which hath been kept in silence through times eternal, but now is made manifest through the scriptures of the prophets and the preaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ," the mystery of a Spiritual Creator, " who chose us in the Beloved before the foundation of the world and foreordained us unto an adoption as sons."
